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President’s Report, August 2025 
In June, a visit to the Broadmeadows Historical Society by some WHS members 
provided procedural guidance, and interesting information about collections 
policy. We marvelled at the displays in the purpose-built building, the climate-
controlled atmosphere, and the dedication of volunteer workers. A donation of 
local Whittlesea maps was made to our group. A private visit by other members 
would be highly recommended. Opening hours are 12 – 2 pm on Wednesdays, or 
by appointment. 
Policy writing is still an important job for WHS committee members, with input 
from general members at several meetings. The Life Membership policy is now 
completed, and the Privacy policy will be considered next year. Research enquiries 
are coming in on a regular basis, with a recent enquiry from SBS for information 
relating to the ‘Who do you think you are?’ program. Also, a reporter with The Age 
interviewed two WHS members for an article about Thomastown. 



Members have been involved in several public events lately, with volunteers 
earning $400 for WHS at the Diamond Creek Tram Café and participating in the 
Open House Melbourne event at the Yan Yean reservoir. Many thanks to those who 
participated to bring our great group to the attention of a wider audience, and to 
those members who set up an interesting display at Yan Yean. As well, seven 
members assisted with a working bee at the Pioneer Pavilion at the Whittlesea 
Showgrounds, to dust the carts and clean the floors. Thanks to those members, we 
can see just how fantastic the Pioneer Pavilion will look when open to the public 
for the Show. The WHS collection has now been moved to the Pioneer Pavilion and 
is in the process of being sorted and organized. We are at the Pioneer Pavilion 
mostly on Monday mornings. 
Recently, we had a City of Whittlesea grant application for $2,500 approved, many 
thanks to Judy Clements for her hard work. These grant applications require 
considerable effort, and we very much appreciate Judy’s enthusiasm and skills. This 
is our third successful grant this year! This particular grant will be used for a special 
celebration coming up in November, when we celebrate 50 years since the 
beginnings of the WHS. As an acknowledgement and celebration of the 
achievements of the group, and the dedicated work of members, it is planned to 
have a special celebration afternoon on the 16th of November. More details to 
follow. 
The other grants we have received have been $500 from the Whittlesea Bowls Club 
for storage cupboards, and $500 from Mason Quarter in Wollert for a printer trolley 
and a ladder. We appreciate the generosity of these businesses to local community 
groups, and once again thank Judy Clements for her efforts in sourcing these grants, 
writing the applications, and organizing publicity. 
On the 17th of August, WHS met for lunch at the Whittlesea Bowls Club, followed 
by guest speaker Andrew Buultjens of Melbourne University speaking with great 
authority about the history of the Plenty Gorge Park. This included a PowerPoint 
presentation which included some excellent aerial shots of the area around Blue 
Lake and showed changes over the years. Andrew’s knowledge stems from his 
childhood years spent roaming freely near his home, discovering the natural 
environment of the Gorge. His passion for the Gorge shone through. Andrew 
conducts a popular annual walk around the park. We thank Andrew for making his 
time available to the Whittlesea Historical Society. 
 



Yan Yean & Epping Cemeteries – Many Pioneers at Rest 
By Chris Scull, with much original text by T R Clinnick. 
 
A recent visit to the State Library of Victoria for a research project allowed me to gather over 500 
images from the Whittlesea Posts dating from 1961 to 1965.  A number of these images have 
been posted to our Facebook page, with many more to come.  A series of articles published on 
the History of the Whittlesea Shire featured in the pages of the Post from 1961, some of which I 
will present in part in our newsletters, while the others will be uploaded into our Member Search 
feature on our website for anyone who would like to read more. 
The first article to be included here is about the Shire’s Cemeteries published on 11 May 1961.  
As it is quite long, I will abridge it to cover some highlights – you can read the full text on our 
website.  Although not listed with the article the author was Mr T R Clinnick, who was also writing 
articles on the History of Preston also being published in the Post at the same time.  The articles 
were made available by Campell’s Motors P/L of Preston and Thomastown.   

 
The Cemetery has its place in a Shire’s history, as many of the earliest of pioneers 
now rests in its hallowed ground.  Longfellow has said: “I like that ancient Saxon 
phrase which calls the burial-ground, God’s Acre.” 
Within the Shire exist two public cemetery reserves, one at Yan Yean and the other 
at Epping.  Both are controlled by locally elected trustees for the Health 
Department.  Other burial grounds exist at churches but ceased to be internment 
areas when the Health Department, by act of Parliament (1890), took over control 
of burial areas in Victoria and administered them under trusteeship. 
Both Yan Yean and Epping reserves could be considered to be in operation about 
1852 although no local records exist pin-pointing their commencement.   
 

 



Head stones in both places indicate the approximate year but as there are many 
graves without stones and many with smashed headstones it is difficult to ascertain 
the exact date of the first burial. 
The first recorded name on the existing register of Yan Yean Cemetery is that of 
William Johnston aged 62 years buried on October 1, 1855 (please see our images.)  
This could have been one of the cases where the original burial was in a different 
part of the cemetery however and was later moved to the correct and final resting 
place.   
Rev. W Copeland, Church of England minister, officiated at most of the early burials.  
Other clergymen whose names appear in the register are 1866 Rev McJennetts 
(CofE), 1867 Morris (CofE), 1867 Wm. Souter (Presb), 1873 C Dubourg, 1874 R B 
Dickson (CofE), 1875 T R Neville and 1877 H McComas and Keason. 
The earliest existing record of Trustees activity is in 1866 when the minute book 
records a meeting held on Sept. 1866.  Members present were Messrs Thomas A L 
Hughes, Glenvale, Ronald Johnston, Whittlesea, Ryan, Yan Yean and Gibson, Daisy 
Hill, Whittlesea.  Mr Richard Hicks of Doreen was appointed Sexton.  Several 
strangers were interred by J Martindale, Yan Yean (the grave digger) in the C of E 
section for the year 1954-5 (unsure if this is date is correct – CS.)  On Feb 14 1867 
permission was given for the remains of Mr & Mrs Downie, interred in the wrong 
section, to be moved and re-interred in the correct place.  Dr Ronald was given 
similar permission for a niece, Elizabeth Merilies. 
Mr Lockwood, whose name keeps appearing in almost every Whittlesea story was 
appointed Sexton on March 27, 1869 as Mr Hicks had resigned, evidently from 
some dispute regarding fees collected, for he was allowed three months to pay the 
money over to the committee. 
By March 1871 settlement caused the need for some definition of the cemetery 
area, particularly as Plenty Road was traversed more frequently and portion of the 
cemetery was used as part of the roadway. 
The name of Mr James Bett as a member of the committee appears in the minutes 
of the meeting on March 15, 1884.  He owned a store in Whittlesea near the hotel 
since burned down.  Betts Lane is named after him.   
 
The article goes on to list the trustees and their activities until about 1916.  The remainder of the 
article lists people named earlier in the article.  A separate article gave more information on 
Epping. 
 
The following paragraphs contain a brief history of several of the persons named in 
the story. 



Dr William Ronald was born in Aberdeen, Scotland in 1808.  He was medical officer 
of the “Moffatt” and went from Sydney to Launceston in 1841.  Dr Ronald and his 
wife came to Melbourne on the “Corsair” the first steamer from Tasmania and they 
settled in Whittlesea March 1, 1842.  He died in 1882 and practised his profession 
until his death. 
Mr James Ryan arrived in Australia in the early days of this state from Limerick, 
Ireland, and was appointed Shire Secretary of the Shire of Whittlesea at its 
inception, having been previously secretary of the old Morang Roads Board.  He 
held the position until 1889 when his son who still lives at Mernda was appointed 
in the stead. 
Andrew and Ellie Downie came to the Whittlesea District in 1846 with their son 
Andrew.  They took up land at Woodstock where Andrew engaged in a carrying 
business to the gold fields.  He later took up farming, remaining on the land until 
his death in 1928.  His son John commenced in business as a contractor for several 
years when he acquired land at Whittlesea.  Mrs Downie was a daughter of James 
Coulthard, a district pioneer.  Mr John Downie was for several years a member of 
the Whittlesea Shire Council and Agricultural Society. 
Henry James Johnston “Conron Grange,” Whittlesea, was a native of Ireland and 
arrived in this country in the early days.  He purchased land at Whittlesea where 
his son Henry James was born in 1870.  The family was renowned for the quality of 
its Ayrshire stock.  Mr Johnston married a Miss Glover, daughter of a pioneering 
family. 
William Cornfoot came to Australia in the very early days and established the first 
store in Whittlesea.  His son James Henry was born in 1866.  He was educated 
locally, began ploughing at 11 years of age and when 15, worked the first binder 
which came to Whittlesea.  At 29 years of age he acquired a property which he held 
for about 20 years, then purchasing “Park View.”  He was for 25 years a Whittlesea 
Councillor, a member of the Agricultural Society and Mechanics Institute.  He 
married Miss Brown, daughter of a pioneering family and a daughter became Mrs 
George Cockcroft. 
John Maxwell arrived in Whittlesea with the earlies of pioneers and purchased land 
to the north of the Whittlesea township.  The property is where Mr Walter Andrew 
now resides.  He had a large family and one of the boys was named Samuel.  Mr 
Samuel Maxwell worked on the Board of Works until he died in 1892.  His son 
James, born in 1878 is the present secretary of the Trust.  Mr Maxwell lives in the 
old homestead south of the cemetery on Plenty Road. 



 
 

 
Images featuring John Batman from the Illustrated Australian News dated 10 June 1882 via Trove. 

Did John Batman’s famous 1835 treaty take place at 
Thomastown? 

Dr J Stuart Duncan, a senior lecturer at Monash University, penned an article in the 
Royal Historical Society of Victoria Journal in 1986 making a case for the site of John 
Batman’s famous land deal as taking place at Thomastown.  The finding was largely 
ignored and is now little more than footnote in Victorian history, although the 
Whittlesea Post did publish a transcript of his article in a story on 13 August 1986. 
 
John Batman (1801-1839) was born in Rosehill, NSW and moved to Tasmania where 
he took part in massacres of Aboriginal people.  In 1835 he was among a party that 
travelled to Port Phillip Bay in Victoria.  He travelled the interior of Victoria 
surveying the land and arranged a “deal” for land with the local Aborigines. He 
noted in his diary of 8 June 1835, "This will be the place for a village." and declared 
the land "Batmania."  Batman’s Treaty, as it was later called, occurred when he 



exchanged mirrors, axes and scissors for vast amounts of land around the area that 
would become Melbourne. 
Although the deal was later declared null and void, it is considered important as it 
was the first and only document of its kind between Europeans and traditional 
owners.  Batman’s trip was documented in a journal, with extensive notes on his 
travel through the Victorian a countryside.  It was by following the directions in this 
journal, including the placement of local creeks and identification of different soil 
at his stops that Dr Duncan was able to retrace Batman’s steps and identify a 
different location to the traditional site of the Merri Creek in Northcote that was 
celebrated as the spot the “treaty” took place for many years. 
Batman later settled in Victoria where he grazed sheep and is believed to have 
planted the first apple tree in Victoria at Greensborough.  He lived for at time at 
the site called Batman’s Hill, which is near where Southern Cross Station is located.  
He died at the young age of 38, originally buried at the Old Melbourne Cemetery 
and later reinterred at Fawkner.  He remains a divisive figure in Melbourne history. 
 
Dr Duncan’s article in the Victorian Historical Journal #223 identified the site where 
the treaty was signed as Thomastown near Edgar's Creek, between Mahoney's 
Road and Barry Road.  Dr Duncan’s full article is available to read online at the State 
Library of Victoria.    
 
The southern portion of this part of Thomastown near Mahoneys Road is a bit of a 
wasteland, with factories bordering the creek.  This stretch of Edgars Creek has a 
more sinister claim to fame as it was the site where the abducted schoolgirl 
Karmein Chan’s body was discovered in 1992, a year after she went missing.  The 
identity of for abductor, dubbed Mr Cruel, has never been established.   
Further north the creek runs through the part of the area first settled area by 
Europeans, including the Westgarthtown precinct.  The creek was concreted, 
adding to its lack of charm, but there have been recent moves to restore it to its 
original condition and efforts have been made to beautify it.   
 
It would be nice if there was some sort of memorial here to signify it as the site 
where Batman’s Treaty took place.  Due to cultural sensitivities regarding 
colonization and Batman’s legacy, this is not likely to happen. 
 



2025 Dates to Remember  
Sunday 21st September 2025 
WHS lunch.  12pm to 1.30pm. 
Venue: Whittlesea Bowls Club. 
Open to members and non-members.   
Our Toys of Yesteryear event has been postponed until next year due to the 
absence of several members who wish to participate. 
 
Thursday 16th October 2025 
Local History Month talk – Know Your Show 
Venue: Whittlesea Library, 57-61 Laurel St, Whittlesea. 
In conjunction with the Whittlesea Agricultural Society, we will be giving a talk on 
the history of the Whittlesea Show. 
 

 
 
Sunday 19th October 2025 
WHS Annual General Meeting 
Venue: Whittlesea Bowls Club, 101 Church Street, Whittlesea. 
We encourage all members to attend this event to elect our executive committee 
for the next twelve months.   
 
Sunday 16th November 2025 
Whittlesea Historical Society 50th Anniversary Celebration. 
Venue: Pioneer Pavilion at the Whittlesea Showgrounds, McPhees Road, 
Whittlesea.  More details to follow. 
 
For updates to our events schedule please see our Facebook or website. 



 
 
 

Sponsors  
Whittlesea Historical Society is most appreciative of the funding and acknowledge 
the community support provided by the City of Whittlesea, Mason Quarter and 
Whittlesea Bowls Club. 
 
 

 

 


